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CHEEKBONES AND AIRPLANES

There just simply wasn’t any such place as 830 Broadway. It went down to 860 and dead-ended at Union Square Park, and that was all she wrote. I checked my appointment book to see if I had misread it, but no—in the nine o’clock space it said, Ron Bonetti, 830 Broadway. I stared at the numbers on the building again, then looked around the corner to see if they might for some reason continue down that way. Nope—860 was all there was.

Great.

On top of running out of Broadway, I was practically crippled from walking twenty-two blocks in new patent-leather gillies that had rubbed blisters on both of my heels, my right eyelash was off-kilter, and I was sweating in my mulberry Bobbie Brooks crew-necked sweater and box-pleated miniskirt. I never thought New York would be this hot in September, as far up north as it was. All I remembered from the news was big snowstorms, but then in Sweet Valley there never was a whole lot about New York on the news unless somebody got shot in a restaurant or thrown onto the subway tracks and run over, which seemed to happen a lot. Cabs cost a fortune and subways were faster than buses but I can tell you right now, I was leery of going down into them. I have a little problem with being underground anyhow, and most of the stations were not very well lit and had an odor like mothballs and dirty bathroom. Plus, I was shocked when I saw that homeless people lived down there, and I didn’t like myself for the way I reacted to them. Part of me was disgusted that human beings could smell that bad and carry on their life right out in public the way they did, and another part felt sorry for them and un-Christian if I didn’t give them money. Like what if they were the old angel-in-disguise beggar from the Bible story, testing my compassion? I would flunk big-time, because I really needed every quarter I had. The subway was thirty cents, and that added up if you had to go several places in a day. Which was another reason I had decided to walk it this morning, since the day was pretty and sunny, and I didn’t know exactly how far it was. I was going to have to study a map of Manhattan, and soon.

         

I crossed the street to Union Square Park, found a bench near a statue of Abraham Lincoln, and sat down to reglue my eyelash and try to figure out what might be the best way to go to find more Broadway. My blistered feet didn’t want to make too many detours. I made a mental note to carry Band-Aids in my purse from now on. Thank goodness I had gotten up early and left myself a lot of time, having already found out the hard way how long it took to get anywhere in this town, and another little phobia of mine is being late.

Sitting in the park under green shade trees with the cheeky pigeons pecking on the ground right by my feet, I still had a hard time believing I was really in New York City. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t what had gone on in the last crazy week. Everything had happened so fast that, like Alice, I felt I was running as hard as I could just to stay in place. Up until last Saturday, I had never been on an airplane in my life, or out of the state of Arkansas, for that matter, except for a couple of trips to Vian, Oklahoma, to visit my aunt Juanita’s family.

“I just can’t understand why you want to go to New York and try to be one of those models, Cherry,” Mama said for the umpteenth time. “It’s a big old dirty city, and there are young girls in the papers every day up there who get killed or worse. I won’t get one good night’s sleep worrying about you in that place. I thought you wanted to be an art teacher! That’s what we paid for you to go to college and do. Is all that money wasted? And what are we supposed to do with that big box of expensive oil paints and brushes you brought home? Your daddy and me sure can’t use them. I couldn’t paint a straight line with a ruler.”

Daddy just said flatly that I wasn’t going, and that was the end of that.

But that’s what he thought. I talked to them until I was blue in the face. I had done a lot of research in Cosmopolitan and Vogue, and they said the model agencies took good care of their girls—why would they want anything to happen to their moneymakers? And I wouldn’t be all alone up there. I would make friends. I was good at that. If an agency didn’t take me on, I’d come right back home, I promised. If one did, I would call every week and write a lot. I was twenty-two years old, for Pete’s sake! A college graduate. Half my friends were married with kids, including my cousin Lucille, who was younger than me and already had a baby more than a year old. Her mother and daddy didn’t treat her like she was a child. I had never in my life done anything drastic that they didn’t want me to do, and I know I was their only child and they would miss me, but I really, really wanted to go to New York and I just couldn’t go if I didn’t have their blessing. Or at least their saying it was sort of all right.

It took a while, but I wore them down. Mama, I think, even got to be a little excited about it. She’d never had a chance to do anything but be a wife and mother, since she had married Daddy the summer before her senior year of high school and had me the next July. She even confessed that at one time she’d dreamed about going to Hollywood, but didn’t have the money or the nerve. At forty, she was the mother all the boys my age voted the hottest-looking mom; blond and beautiful and slim, she always dressed like a movie star to the best of her ability. She wore filmy nylon negligees around the house, and high-heeled satin slippers with marabou feathers on the vamps. I think her feet were permanently arched, like Barbie’s, from always wearing heels, and flats weren’t comfortable. She didn’t even own a pair.

“There’s no reason to pad around the house in flip-flops and a ratty old robe, like some fat housewife who has given up. Just remember, Cherry, if you let yourself go, your husband won’t be far behind.”

She always said that, but she and I both knew she had Daddy wrapped around her little finger. And when she finally came around to my side, Daddy had to throw up his hands and quit.

“I can’t fight the both of you,” he said. “But I’m buying you a round-trip ticket, Cheryl Ann, and you get on that plane and come home the first time you even smell trouble, do you hear?” I heard. I heard he was buying my ticket!

         

Watching out the thick round window of a plane as the ground falls away and the cars on the highway become the size of Raisinets is not the most comforting of feelings, especially after the stewardess made a big point of showing us what to do in case of emergency, how to blow up the life vests and breathe in the little yellow cups and all, and I couldn’t help but notice there was a booth that sold flight insurance right by the counter where I got my ticket. I thought about buying some, but figured my parents would be too grief-stricken to spend the money if the plane crashed, so I saved my seven dollars. They were plenty unhappy as it was, and waving good-bye to them from behind the rope at the airport gate was one of the hardest things I had ever had to do. We were all teary-eyed, and I thought for three full seconds about turning back and forgetting the whole thing, but there was that little siren voice in my head that kept calling out to me—Cherrrry…come to New Yorrrrrk…yoooou can be a model…you knooooow you can—so I took a deep breath, blew them a kiss, and got on the plane. In spite of how much I loved Mama and Daddy, Sweet Valley was not the place for a girl with stars in her eyes, and I had stars big enough to blind me.

Plus, I needed a change of scenery, big-time.

It’s a long story, but a lot had happened to me since last year. The Reader’s Digest version is, I had sort of fallen in love for the first time in my life (and finally lost my virginity!) with a guy named Tripp Barlow, and then it ended, which, as it turned out, was all for the best, since he had a wife he neglected to tell me about that he had married in Vietnam. Although he thought they were separated, she had other ideas, and now they had a baby girl named Mai.

I went, in the spring, up to St. Juniper’s Catholic Boys Academy in the Ozarks to do my practice teaching, then came back and graduated from DuVall University, B.A. in art, class of 1970. I was out of school and the sixties were over. I’m optimistic by nature, but the last couple of years strained it, with several of my friends getting messed up in Vietnam, a couple of them killed. President Nixon promised he would end the war, but he sure was taking his good sweet time about it. It looked like his plan was to bomb them until there was nothing left to fight over—burning down the village to save the village, as the government is fond of saying. Like the Vietnamese are deader when the Communists kill them than when we do. And the ones they put to doing the shooting and burning are boys like my friends. It was getting crazy, especially after the National Guard shot those kids at Kent State last May. A lot of students across the country kind of lost it, rioting and taking over the administration buildings of colleges, but we hadn’t done near that much at DuVall. We had a rally and everyone lit candles, but that was about it. I felt like I had done all the protesting I could, though, and needed a break from it all.

It was bittersweet, watching Arkansas disappear beneath the clouds as the plane carried me away. I felt light, like I was leaving everything behind—the war, the ex-boyfriend, Du U, and the schoolwork, but I felt a little lost as well. I was also leaving everything I loved, my family and friends, especially my best friend, Baby, who I hadn’t been apart from since we were four years old.

But, like the angels in heaven, Sweet Valley and all I loved was still there; I just couldn’t see them for the clouds.

         

The plane landed without crashing, thank the Lord, and after I called Mama and Daddy collect, I took a taxi to the Barbizon Hotel up on Lexington and Sixty-third Street, which Cosmo had said was a good, safe place to stay until you got your break. It was for women only and Grace Kelly and Lauren Bacall had once stayed there. Hopefully, I would be taken by an agency and could get an apartment soon, which would be a lot cheaper. I figured I had enough savings to last two months, if I was careful, and that seemed like enough time to make a start.

The room at the Barbizon was tiny, with a closet that barely held five of my outfits, so I had to leave the rest in suitcases, stacked around the bed, which didn’t leave much room to walk. I shouldn’t have brought so many clothes, but you never know what you’ll need and the season was changing, so I pretty much brought everything I had.

Sunday, I spent the better part of the day trying to pick out what to wear for my interview at the model agency on Monday. All my clothes seemed hicky and wrong to me here in New York, even the few good outfits from Millie’s, the best store in Sweet Valley, which Millie copied from the latest magazines as close as she could. I had sewn most of the rest myself, and although I used Vogue patterns, I had gotten a C in home ec, which, sorry to say, was deserved. As hard as I tried, I wasn’t good at zippers, and the stitching on my hems could make you seasick looking at it. Plus, everything I had was a miniskirt, and all the fall magazines were showing midis. So be it. I would get some new clothes when I started making money, and maybe the midi was just a fad anyhow and wouldn’t last. If they couldn’t see past what I wore at the agency, it was their loss and they could just lump it.

Brave words, said into the mirror.

         

Given everybody back home warning me about muggers, I was a little nervous about walking around in the city by myself, but finally I got hungry and bored of the Barbizon café, so I ventured out and bought a slice of real pizza at the closest place to the hotel on Lexington Avenue and sat at a little table on the sidewalk watching the people pass by. Not every woman was beautiful and chic, as I thought they might be, which was somehow cheering, and there were lots of women pushing baby carriages. How dangerous could it be, finally, if the streets were full of babies? I relaxed. After dreaming about it for years, I was really here, on the street in New York City! Eating pizza!

I lay awake most of the night, too excited to sleep, thinking about tomorrow and listening to the noises of the traffic and police sirens and the muted voices that drifted up to the third floor of the Barbizon. It was strange and magical. Even the air was different in New York, like every breath was jammed full of electric currents that tingled my nerves.

I drifted off to sleep and dreamed I was climbing hundreds of stairs to get to the top of the Empire State Building. The higher I went, the more stairs kept on appearing, and I woke up at six o’clock, worn out and feeling alone. I wished somehow Baby had managed to come with me. Baby was nearly as upset as Mama and Daddy about me going, but she had already signed a teaching contract, and even though she was the most beautiful girl I knew, she wasn’t the type to be a model, being four feet ten, and you had to at least be five-seven. I came in at five feet twelve, or even five-thirteen if I was honest. Although Baby and I got a lot of Mutt and Jeff jokes, we had been best friends ever since her family moved from the Philippines to Sweet Valley when we were four. We promised to write a lot and call when we could, but it wasn’t the same. I wished I could get her opinion on what to wear. Her zippers were always perfect.

         

Finally, I put on one of my Millie outfits and went out for my interview at the Suzan Hartman model agency, praying she would take me on, which obviously she did, or I wouldn’t be out here now hunting for a photographer named Ron Bonetti who had a studio at nonexistent 830 Broadway.

Suzan Hartman was one of the biggest models in the 1950s and had started the agency several years ago when she turned thirty and the modeling jobs started drying up. She was originally from Arkansas, too, which is why I even thought about being a model in the first place. She grew up in Little Rock, but her grandmother lived in Sweet Valley, and Suzan’s mother moved back there to live with her after Suzan left out for New York when she was barely seventeen and Mr. Hartman died of a heart attack. I’m not clear if Suzan’s leaving caused the heart attack or not, but I’m inclined to believe it did, if my own father’s reaction was any clue. Anyhow, Suzan’s mother, Mrs. Hartman, was my sixth-grade teacher. She used to bring magazines with Suzan’s pictures into class, and she pinned her covers on the bulletin board. There were a lot of them. We hardly had any room for our artwork. Suzan (pronounced Suzan) had started out life as Susan, but changed it when she became a model, although her mother still called her Susan. Mrs. Hartman seemed to have a soft spot for me and said once that I had the makings of a model, being tall and skinny with a little nose, which thrilled me no end, since usually the boys made fun of my long legs and called me Snipe. She even gave me the part of the Fairy in a Christmas play we did, and let me wear one of Suzan’s old dresses. I was a good-size girl already by the sixth grade, and the dress was none too big. It was blue net with a gold top that itched like the dickens and flaked off, trailing glitter in the air like pixie dust. Suzan had worn it to her high school junior prom. I couldn’t imagine how she danced all night in that dress. Her skin must have been scraped raw and bloody. In spite of all that, though, I did feel pretty glamorous, and from then on I was a little obsessed with Suzan, who didn’t seem to come home to visit much. I only saw her in person one time, when I bumped into her and her mother at the county fair. I was in high school by that time, and she was not getting covers anymore. In any case, I had switched my allegiance to Lauren Hutton, Jean Shrimpton, Veruschka, and, later, Twiggy, who were so mod and great-looking and all a little offbeat, especially Veruschka, who, unlike me, admitted to being six feet one! I wondered what she had been called as a kid.

At the fair, Suzan was classically beautiful, in the fifties Grace Kelly style, her blond hair up in a perfect French twist, not one single hair sticking out. Among a crowd of blue jeans and plaid shirts, she was like somebody from another planet, wearing a simple sleeveless orange shift, no jewelry, and leather thong sandals with little gold coins dangling from the straps. I wanted those sandals so bad I could taste them, but they looked expensive and it was doubtful any store in Arkansas would carry them. Even if one did, they more than likely wouldn’t come in my size, which unfortunately was eleven.

I sinfully coveted her small feet as I leaned against the corner of the fried-dough booth and watched her across the cow lot. She looked really bored, gazing at the prize FFA calf, smoking a cigarette, and eating a candied apple. Or rather, let me say, she was holding a candied apple. I never actually saw her take a bite, but the deep alizarin-crimson color of the apple looked really good against the cadmium-orange dress (painters always think in paint colors; it’s a habit of mine), and she stood with one toe pointed out like she was waiting for someone to take her picture.

Finally, I got up the nerve to go say hi to Mrs. Hartman, who was happy to see me, and proudly introduced me as one of her favorite former students.

“Susan, this is Cherry Marshall, the one who wore your dress in the play.”

“Suzan, mother.”

She looked me up and down and didn’t smile or say a word to me, not “nice to meet you,” or “kiss my foot,” or anything. I felt like a moron and mumbled something about going for another ride on the Tilt-A-Whirl.

Still, as rude and cold as Suzan was, seeing that face I had only known in magazines right there in the flesh at the Sweet Valley fairgrounds made being a model seem like it really could happen. After all, Helen Gurley Brown, the editor in chief of Cosmopolitan magazine, the bible for all us girls, was also from Arkansas! Arkansas girls didn’t necessarily have to stay down on the farm. That’s why God invented cheekbones and airplanes.

Even so, I was sure there were hundreds of other girls thinking the same thing, and for years I didn’t dare tell Mama and Daddy I even dreamed about it since we were staunch members of the First Apostolic Holiness Church of God, and I knew they, especially Daddy, would be horrified by the sinfulness of it all. They would have preferred me to be a nurse or something helpful to humanity with a steady paycheck, but the smell of hospitals makes me gag and I fainted once when I tried to give blood. The only thing I was really good at was painting and drawing, so they finally agreed to let me study art if I would become a teacher. Teaching art isn’t healing the sick, but I think it is nearly as important. Think how beige life would be without it. Art is the icing on the cupcake of life. Well, that sounds stupid, but you know what I mean. While I was doing my practice teaching last semester at St. Juniper’s, my supervising teacher, Father Leo, who was not at all like you’d think priests were, took a few pretty good pictures of me. I also met Cassie Culver, whose boyfriend—or unhappily, ex-boyfriend—a cute guy named Lale Hardcastle, had actually run off to New York and to everyone’s astonishment became a big male model.

One of the pictures Father Leo took of me got printed in the Log Cabin Democrat, which gave a boost to my dream, and my entire outlook changed. Instead of applying for teaching jobs after I graduated in May, I worked all summer as a salesgirl at the Family Hand, a great head shop in Sweet Valley where Baby and I had once painted murals on the walls, and I saved my money for New York. I know it’s shallow to want to live a glamorous life and have your picture in magazines, and it isn’t even helping humanity as much as teaching art, but I just had to try. I would always wonder, like Mama, if I would have made it and regret it if I didn’t go.

         

I had no illusions that Suzan would remember me from the fair, and frankly hoped she wouldn’t, but I got her address from Mrs. Hartman and sent her copies of Father Leo’s pictures. She sent me back what looked like a form letter saying that I could come in for an interview and gave the times they saw new girls and a phone number to call for an appointment, but she didn’t send me an airplane ticket or give me any encouragement or indicate that she knew I had been the favorite student of her mother. In fact, I doubt she even read the letter or looked at the pictures herself. It was probably some secretary. Well, she wasn’t the only agent in town. If she said no, I would try all of them.

         

I was so nervous I could hardly breathe when I went into the agency Monday morning at ten. The waiting room was painted a sophisticated dark gray with lighter-gray carpet and plastic (but good plastic) molded chairs lined around the wall. Track lighting focused a beam on each of Suzan’s framed covers, and there were enough to stretch all around the room.

The receptionist barely looked up, checked my name off a list, and told me to take a seat. There were several other nervous girls sitting around, all of us with manila envelopes on our laps. While I waited, girls and guys came in and out, not even glancing our way, heading back somewhere down the hallway, all of them beautiful, all of them relaxed and laughing and joking around, like the in-crowd in high school. They were the anointed ones. They had been taken. They had their pictures in magazines. All of them carried expensive-looking leather portfolios, and I recognized quite a few faces, although most didn’t have on much makeup and tried to give the impression they had just rolled out of bed. But they made even blue jeans and a sweatshirt look chic by adding an armload of bracelets or a concha belt slung low, a scarf tied around their heads like Ali MacGraw or threaded through their belt loops. I felt really out of place, like 1966, in my mint-green miniskirt with matching tights and too much makeup.

The secretary called my name and I went through the door.

I guessed Suzan was pushing forty by now, but still so gorgeous it made you ache to look at her: a thin, delicate blonde with big blue eyes. She hadn’t changed much from my first impression of her, though. Underneath all that delicacy those eyes were chipped out of the heart of an iceberg. She was a chain-smoker, and wielded her cigarette as a weapon when she talked. Her office was hazy with smoke; she had one in her hand and one burning in the ashtray.

Some people are surprised when they see me for the first time, but most try to not be so obviously shocked. Suzan didn’t even try. I guess she never saw the pictures I sent or remembered me from the county fair.

“My, you’re a big one!” she said, as she looked up from her desk, her eyes practically bugging out. “How tall are you? Five-eleven?”

“Closer to five-twelve.”

“That may be too tall for us.”

“Yes, ma’am, but Veruschka is over six feet, I think.” Her eyes narrowed as she pulled more smoke out of the cigarette.

“Hmm. Yes, she is. What do you have for me?” I handed her my manila envelope with my few little photos, which she flipped through in three seconds and tossed on the desk. That stung. I was proud of them. Father Leo had a reputation as a real artist and even had shows of his pictures. One of these had won an award. It was of me standing in a woodsy brook in the early-morning mist, wearing a white net bathing suit. I looked like Venus on the clamshell rising from the water, with my river-bottom green eyes glowing, as a beam from the morning sun cast a light on them.

“These are totally wrong. You need to get some real pictures made, not bad artworks. They’re not even in focus.” I felt like I’d swallowed a small rock.

Then she stood up and walked around her desk, checking me over like I was a horse or something. I waited for her to pry my mouth open and look at my teeth. She was on the smaller end of the model chart—maybe five-seven, maybe a hair under—and had to look up at me, which I don’t think she liked.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

“That’s old. You should have started in your teens. You’ve lost several valuable years, and it might already be too late. We don’t even take girls older than twenty-three.”

It was too late to lie. I had skipped from feeling like a child with my parents to feeling like I was already over the hill.

“Well, I only turned twenty-two in July. I was in college and graduated this year.”

“A college girl.” She made a noise deep in her throat, which could have meant she wasn’t impressed, or was impressed, or was trying to dislodge phlegm. “Where are you from? You have quite an accent.” She had totally lost her own accent, but I could see a little flash of surprise and recognition when she first heard my voice.

“Same place you are. Sweet Valley, Arkansas. Your mother was my sixth-grade teacher. I met you once down there when y’all were at the county fair.”

“Really? How interesting. You need to lose the accent, the first thing being ‘y’all.’ It is going to hold you back. I can recommend someone to give you speech lessons.” She scribbled a name and number down on a piece of paper and handed it to me. That, at least, gave me a ray of hope.

“Thank you. I’ll try.”

I really kind of liked the word y’all. It was handy. What would I replace it with? “You guys”? “All of you”? My grandmother used to say “you’uns,” but I somehow doubted Suzan would think that was better.

“Why do you bleach your hair white like that? It’s all wrong with the dark brows. Although it really is a perfect job.” She reached up and pawed through it with her red lacquered fingernails, like a chimpanzee checking for lice. “I can’t see any roots at all. You must have had it done this morning. But we’ll have to tone it down. Maybe a deep shade of gold. Lighten the brows. They look like they were stenciled on. Too fifties. And you have to get rid of the perm.”

“I don’t bleach my hair or perm it. That’s just the way it is. It’s natural.” A lot of people, when they first meet me, think I might be an albino, although I am not—their eyes are pink and mine are green—because my hair is stone white and is also so curly that it looks like a bunch of corkscrews exploded out of my head. I have done everything including ironing to make it long and straight like Cher’s, but ever since a year ago, when Lucille, my cousin I mentioned earlier, who was in beauty school at the time, tried to chemically straighten it and most of it broke off, I’ve given up and just let it go natural. My brows and lashes, ironically, are dyed. My mother started dying them with sable-brown Dark Eyes when I started school in the first grade, because they were white, too, and made me look rabbity. I’ve kept it up ever since. I hadn’t seen the real color in so long I wouldn’t know what it looked like, but I don’t think it would be too attractive.

“Natural?” she said, her voice rising. “It’s freakish. With that white hair and skin you look like you have been dipped in bleach. You need some color. It has to be blond. And we’ll have to do something about the curl. It will just be too hard to work with.”

My heart rose at her talking about “we,” then sank. I went through too much the last time it was straightened, and I didn’t want to dye my hair. Freakish though it might be, I was used to my white hair and really sort of liked it. As much as I complained about it, it was different. It was me.

As I was trying to figure out a way to nicely say I didn’t want to dye my hair, a man walked into the office. He was tall and thin and his skin was the color of ash. He looked like a peaked version of Jimmy Stewart, only his face was not as nice. He also had a cigarette in his hand. The air in the office was beginning to make me woozy.

“Freddy, don’t you agree that…what is your name?”

“Cherry.”

“Cherry…nice name…should dye that hair and straighten it out? No one has hair like that in the business.”

Freddy looked me up and down.

“No one in the business looks like this girl. And that is not necessarily a bad thing, Susan.”

“Suzan, Freddy.” She bit the words with her sharp white teeth.

“Suzan.” He bowed his head, heavily accenting the last syllable, mocking her. She ignored it.

“I don’t know. I’m not so sure she will sell.”

“Blondes always sell, and she is more than a blonde. She’s an über-blonde. Look at those legs. They’re a mile long.”

“She’s too exotic.”

“So is Veruschka. So is Pat McGuire. My God, Diana Vreeland is mad for exotic. There isn’t one editorial outfit in Vogue this month that a secretary could wear. They’re not into reality. They’re into fantasy.”

“But the California look is going to be the next big thing. The new ones coming up are more wholesome. More girl-next-door. Like Cheryl Tiegs. This one is just…just…” She couldn’t think of a word for me. “Strange.” She’d thought of one.

“Put her on the testing board and let’s see. You never know.”

He was smiling at me, in sort of a creepy way. His gray eyes looked liquid, like there might have been a few drinks sloshing in there behind them. He had on an odd aftershave I couldn’t identify, sharp and sweetish, and I knew them all. I had a feeling it might be gin. She examined the pictures again, this time with a little magnifying glass, took another drag on her cigarette, and exhaled.

“All right, Cherry,” she said at last, putting the pictures back into the envelope. “We’ll give it a try. We’ll put you on the testing board. You need some pictures. Go back and meet with Gina. She’ll do the paperwork and give you to a booker, who will make some appointments with photographers who test new girls. And tell her to get Lana to show you how to put on makeup. You have a good blank canvas, but you don’t know how to use paint.” That was ironic, since I was a painter, but it was clear she wasn’t into hearing my life story.

She handed the envelope of pictures to me, turned her back, put out the cigarette she was holding, and picked up the other one. Freddy leaned against the door frame, watching me, blowing more smoke into the air. My eyes were beginning to water.

“Thank you so much, Miss Hartman, Mr….”

“Collins. But you can call me Freddy. I’m Mr. Hartman.” He pointed to Suzan and winked.

“Um, thank you, too, Mr. Collins, uh, Freddy. I’m really excited you’re giving me a chance.”

“You can call me Suzan,” she said briskly. “And you can thank me by succeeding and making me lots of money.”

“Great. I will. I won’t let you down, Suzan. By the way, your mother said to tell you hi—I called her before I left, and she was really happy I was seeing you.”

“That’s nice. Now do me a favor. Let’s don’t get all mushy about Arkansas. We’re not two little girls from Little Rock. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am. Got it.”

“And drop the ‘ma’am.’ Besides being insulting to anybody under eighty, that’s a dead giveaway. Nearly as bad as ‘y’all.’”

“Right. Okay.” I clutched my envelope and went out to meet Gina, who had an office down that hallway where all the glorious anointed were going. I was going to be a model, just like they were! If I could have, I would have jumped in the air and clicked my heels.

         

Gina was plump and on the edge of middle age, at least in her late thirties. She had a pretty face and I wondered if she had been a model when she was younger. She gave me a smile, and after Freddy and Suzan, it was a relief to see someone who was friendly. And not smoking.

“Welcome to Suzan Hartman, Cherry,” she said, shaking my hand. “Sit down and talk to me.” I sat. “For starters, let’s fill out a card with your sizes and measurements. Do you know your measurements?” I knew some of them, but not glove size or head size, so she took out her tape and measured me. I was really ashamed to write eleven down for shoe size, but that’s what it was.

“Well, shoes are probably out. The standard is nine. Bras, you won’t be doing—the customary size is thirty-four B—but that’s all right. Don’t think your hands will make it—your fingers are too long and bony and you’d have to get nails—but you have great long legs. Good shape. Probably do well with hosiery ads. You’re a size six, which is perfect, and with that lanky height you’ll make out like a bandit on the runway. We’re just starting the runway division here, and we’ll put you in class to teach you how to walk. Love your coloring. It’s natural, isn’t it? Pretty face. Good teeth. You could slice bread with those cheekbones. Did Suzan say anything about your makeup?”

I told her about Lana.

“I don’t think she’s here now. I’ll let her know, and you can meet with her later this week. We’ll put it on your schedule. Your booker will make up a list of photographers for you to go see tomorrow. I think we’ll give you to Liz. She’ll set up appointments, and you’ll call her every day to get your schedule. Or call her if you have problems or questions. Call her a lot. She’ll be your mother superior. If you have nothing else to do, hang around here. You never know when a job will come in, and if she can’t reach you, someone else will go for it. You can learn a lot from talking with the other models. You are going to be testing until you get enough pictures to fill your book and get your card, but you might luck out and get a job. You have a special look that someone might latch on to. I think you’ll do well. Any questions?”

I was so ignorant I didn’t even know what questions to ask. Frankly, my head was kind of foggy. I had never been dissected like that, so matter-of-factly, like I was a prime cow at an auction. I didn’t know what a card was or how I got one or anything, but I figured I would learn it all in time. Then a question occurred to me.

“Just one. Do you know if there is a male model by the name of Lale Hardcastle here? He’s from Arkansas, too, and I was just wondering.”

“Not that I know of. He might have changed his name, though. A lot of models do. You have a unique name already, no Cherrys working that I know of. Although you’ll have to drop the Marshall professionally. There’s a model-turned-agent in England named Cherry Marshall, and we wouldn’t want there to be any confusion.”

“Are you serious? Really? Another Cherry Marshall? That’s amazing!” I couldn’t imagine there would be two Cherry Marshalls in the world, but England was far away, and whatever she looked like, I bet it wouldn’t be like me. “All right,” I said after considering it for two seconds. “In that case, I’ll be just Cherry.” I would probably have said yes if she wanted me to call myself Esmeralda McGonagall.

So I joined the ranks of one-name models. I hoped I could still use my last name on my driver’s license and things. My real name was Cheryl Ann, but I had been called Cherry ever since I could remember, unless my parents wanted to emphasize something to get my attention, like, “Cheryl Ann, what’s the matter with you, thinking you can go to New York and be a highfalutin fashion model? You’re gettin’ above your raisin’, girl!”

I couldn’t wait to call them!

Gina gave me a contract to sign, and I floated out of the office and back to the Barbizon, stopping off in Saks Fifth Avenue just to look around and breathe the fragrant air of expensive stuff. It was the most beautiful store I had ever seen in my life, and I spent a couple of hours riding up and down the escalators and touching everything, fluffy cashmeres, soft Italian leather shoes and bags, not daring to try any of it on.
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GO-SEE

Dear Baby,

Sorry to call you collect—your landlady is probably still mad at me—but I had to let you know Suzan Hartman took me! When the phone bill comes in, tell me how much it is and I’ll pay you back. I’ll have to write letters until I get my own phone.

I know I’ve only been gone a week, but I miss you so much I can’t stand it. I wish you were here to go with me on some of these crazy go-sees, as they call them (because you go to the photographers and they see if they like you), and do stuff, like movies or museums. There are so many! The Museum of Natural History has a whole dinosaur skeleton and a huge whale hanging from the ceiling! (I’m sure it’s mostly plastic. Otherwise it would stink.) I am going to the Metropolitan Museum this weekend, but it won’t be as much fun to see all the famous paintings we’ve studied in class without you.

How is the teaching job going? Are you getting any painting done? Set up an easel in class and paint when the kids are busy. They’ll get more out of watching you than painting themselves.

Is that sleazy Mr. Bachman still trying to get you to play hide-the-weenie? I hope you stay out of the supply closet when he’s around, or take a student with you, after what he tried to pull last time. You should report him, but you’re right—it would be your word against his, and he is the principal. I bet you’re not the first teacher he made a pass at, though. And him with six kids! His poor wife. What about Coach McClellan? Has he asked you out yet? I don’t know, though. He looks good now, but I bet in five years he will have a huge gut. Those athletic types always get fat when they stop working out. And he isn’t smart enough for you. You need somebody who you can talk to. Like Father Leo, only not a priest! What a waste of manhood. Have you seen him since I left? Tell him I miss him and the guys. Suzan didn’t think his pictures were really fashion shots, so I have to get a whole lot of new ones. Don’t tell him. I still love them.

Just being in New York is pretty exciting but there is so much I have to learn, including finding my way around, and I haven’t made any girlfriends yet, much less met any guys who are interesting. Most of the male models are too beautiful to even talk to. You know how I feel about pretty boys (remember Tripp?!). They’re trouble, and these ones that model are the prettiest. I’ve noticed a lot of them have really plain girlfriends—isn’t that interesting? Like they don’t want to walk down the street with someone better-looking than they are. Their girlfriends just live to wait on their every need and look at them with cow eyes, poor things. I think some of the guys might be homosexual, or gay, as they call it up here, but I’m not sure. Anyhow, it seems like most of them are too much in love with themselves to love anybody else. Like Narcissus. Remember that story from humanities class? I’m not being fair, and I could say the same for some of the girls. I just don’t feel like I fit in with all these perfect specimens. I am the farthest thing from perfect, but then some of the famous girls have their little quirks, too, so we’ll see. One of the biggest ones has sort of a weird eye that sometimes looks east when the other one looks west! But if they photograph her from the right angle you can’t really tell.

At first it felt awkward, but now I’m getting used to going out by myself to eat. Usually I take a book to the coffee shop near the hotel. For breakfast, I can get scrambled eggs and bacon for a dollar, with a buttered bagel, which looks kind of like a doughnut, but is bread that they boil and then bake, if you can believe it, and they always give you hash browns to boot. Nobody up here can understand anything I say, though, which makes it hard to even order a meal. The other day when I ordered a salad with ranch dressing, the waitress asked me if I said “French,” and I said, “No, ranch,” and she said, “That’s what I said, French,” and we went back and forth for five minutes, her screaming, “FRENCH?” at me like I was deaf, and me saying, “NO, RANCH,” until finally I just gave up and said, “Blue cheese.” I don’t have as much trouble understanding them, I guess because of TV, but I am going to go and get speech lessons to lose my accent when I get some money.

I am still at the Barbizon, but Lana, one of the models who showed me some makeup tricks, said that when she first started she lived in a house owned by an old lady in Greenwich Village who rents rooms to actors and models and people like that, and she knew of a girl who was leaving. That would be a lot cheaper than the hotel, so I’m going to try and get it this week. Lana did a great job with the makeup, and showed me how to put eyeliner on just the outside half of my lid, sweeping it up and blending it with a smoky shadow so my eyes look slanted and the green really pops. She deepened my colors, which makes me look a lot more dramatic. I am totally another girl when it is all done up—I didn’t recognize myself when she got through. AND, I have stopped plucking and am growing my eyebrows out to their original white—don’t faint. Suzan’s orders. She hates the dark neat brows for some reason.

Lana is quite a character. You would recognize her face—she’s been on the cover of Cosmo, and she is almost as gorgeous as you, black hair and amber-colored eyes like a big cat, and she moves like a cat, too, sort of lounging on furniture rather than sitting, but I never heard anybody use swears in everyday conversation like she does, and I am ashamed to even write them down, so you’ll just have to imagine the worst words you can. She goes by the one name, and when I asked what her last name was, she said, “Just Lana. The last is too hard to pronounce.” She is from Serbia (I had to look at a map to find it) but came to New York with her family and learned English when she was fourteen, so her accent is even weirder than mine. A lot of the girls use one name, like Twiggy and Apollonia and Veruschka, and now I am added to the list. They’re having me go by just “Cherry,” but I’ll use my real last name anytime I need to. I don’t think Daddy would like me giving it up, and it is too confusing when you are introduced to people if you don’t have a last name.

You wouldn’t believe the week I have had. I’ve been going out every day seeing photographers to try to get them to use me for tests, which would give me pictures to put in my book, and give the photographers a free model to try out shots or lighting or whatever. Out of about twenty photographers I saw, only one wanted to test me at all, and that was a total disaster, which I’ll get to in a minute.

I’m gradually learning the subway, and it’s not really as bad as we thought it would be. The first time I rode it I stood way back from the edge of the platform, though, in case some crazy person tried to throw me onto the tracks, but then I was so far away from the train that everyone rushed on in front of me and I had to fight to get on before the doors closed. Forget about getting a seat! I went out early in the morning and there were so many people going to work that there was hardly room to stand. We were all mooshed together like a can of Vienna sausages, pretending to read the ads above the windows, as if some stranger didn’t have his nose practically in our armpits (Aren’t you glad YOU use Dial? Don’t you wish EVERYBODY did?), and every time the train went around a curve we all grabbed at each other to keep from falling. It was amazing how many people thought my rear end was a hand-hold or something. I have had boyfriends I wasn’t that close to! Finally I got a seat when the person sitting right in front of me got off, but I couldn’t see out the window for all the people standing, so I went past my stop and had to walk back ten blocks. Even so, I was still a few minutes early for my appointment, because Lana told me you have to allow an hour to get anywhere in this !@#$%&* town, (pick your own word) and you know how I am about being on time. I wish I could just get in the VW and go, like at home, but keeping a car in the city is a lot of trouble, with the parking and traffic and all.

The first place Suzan Hartman sent me was an ad agency on lower Fifth Avenue. I don’t really even know what kind of ad they were doing, because nobody tells you anything. You just show up. It must not have been one of the big ones, though, because it wasn’t exactly a ritzy place. Dirt-colored indoor-outdoor carpet. Plastic plant. It was so crowded with girls there was no place to sit. A woman at a desk pointed to a sign-in sheet when I came over to tell her I was there, and I signed my name. A girl came out of a door and the woman told whoever was on the list next to go in, and somebody did. Finally, after ages, it was my turn. I had to find my own way to the office; it was weird, like the place was totally deserted except for the girls and the woman in the waiting room. I went down a dark hallway, and the last door on the left was the only one open, so I went in. A chubby woman with hair dyed that purplish-red sat behind the desk. She didn’t ask me to sit down.

“Hi,” I said, big smile. “I’m Cherry from Suzan Hartman.”

“A southern girl, huh? Let me see your book.”

Everybody up here always says, “Oh, what part of the South are you from?” or something like that. I am already trying not to say “y’all” or “ma’am,” and at least not give them that satisfaction. They really treat southerners like they think we are subpar mentally. Added to that, when you say you’re a model, then they think you are a real dimwit. I just can’t stand it.

“Well, I don’t really have a book yet, but I have some pictures,” and I gave her my envelope with the beautiful shots that Father Leo took, which was all I had.

“How long have you been modeling?” she asked, squinting at me as she lit up a cigarette and tossed the match into a blue glass ashtray. I swear, every single person I have met smokes. Not to nag you, Baby, but I hope you are trying to quit.

“Actually, this is my first day and you are the first person I’ve seen,” I said brightly, like the moron she thought I was. I don’t know what I was expecting her to do—congratulate me? I can’t believe myself. Maybe we are subpar mentally.

“Really? Thank you for coming. Tell the next girl to come in.”

The appointments all week were more or less the same. Call back when you have more pictures. Drop off your card when you get one. Come around when you get some experience. Don’t call us. We’ll call you.

Then, the disaster. I went to this photographer named something Greek—I have blocked it out, but it sounded like Stasso Vendikas, or something like that. He looked kind of like Yul Brynner, bald and everything, only not as good-looking, and his place was smaller than most of the photography studios, which are usually in big open lofts. He had some framed pictures on the walls of Maud Adams and Evelyn Kuhn and Karen Graham, so I know he at least had photographed some big models—unless he just got the pictures from somewhere else and hung them up, which I didn’t think of until later. Anyhow, I was a little impressed. He looked at my pictures and asked me if I had time to do a test right then and there. I tried to act cool, like I did this all the time, and called my booker, Liz, the girl who makes my appointments at the agency, and she said, sure, go ahead. I was done with go-sees for the day anyhow.

“You’re in luck!” he said. “I’m doing a catalog. Go in the dressing room and put on the orange pantsuit hanging on the rack.”

Wow! I was so excited. This might be a real job, not even a test! I was so naïve I didn’t know you had to be booked through the agency for work. I really thought I would be in the catalog.

I had stripped off my dress and was about to put on the orange pants, when he came right into the dressing room without even knocking.

“Uh, Mr. Vendikas,” I said, “I’m not ready yet. Could you please go out until I change?” He not only didn’t go out, but he came over and took away the pants from me that I had been holding in front of myself, leaving me in my bikini panties, my pink jelly beans sticking out of my flat chest.

“Ah, you’re lovely,” he said. “So tall. Like a white long-stemmed rose. How tall are you, my dear?” He only came up to the bottom of my neck, and had really bad breath, like he had never brushed his teeth in his life. I tried to put my dress on, but he snatched it away. “Don’t be embarrassed. You have a lovely body. You’ll have to get used to showing that body off.” I tried to push him away, but he grabbed at me and tried to kiss me, getting slobbers on my face, which was really disgusting. I pushed at his arms, but he was strong, and I couldn’t get him off me.

“Stop it! Leave me alone!”

“Oh, you like it—you know you do. All of you like it.” Sweat had popped out on his bald head, which made him even more disgusting, if that is possible.

“Are you trying to rape me or something?” I said. Baby, I was really scared. We were alone in the studio. I always thought if somebody was going to rape me I could scream or kick him in the balls or something, but men are a lot stronger than girls, even big ones, and I couldn’t do anything. If I screamed, there was nobody to hear me. I would just have to get raped, I guess.

I stopped struggling and waited for him to do it. I hoped it would be quick and he wouldn’t hurt me too much.

“Rape you? I don’t have to rape girls!” he said, backing off, a little huffy. “Do you know how many women are waiting in line to have me make love to them? Did you see the pictures on my walls? Those girls are more famous than you will ever be! I have made love to every single one of them, and they beg for more!”

Yeah, sure, I thought. I just bet they did.

By that time, I had managed to get my dress on, grabbed my purse and pictures, and shoved past him to the door. He followed me out to the elevator, yelling, “You are a silly little girl! Don’t you know you have to cooperate if you want to get ahead in this business? You will never make it! You, you…virgin!” It was the ugliest word he could think to call me.

I got out of there and called Liz from the phone booth on the corner. She wasn’t as upset as I thought she’d be, which kind of upset me.

“Calm down, Cherry,” she said. “You’re all right. He didn’t actually rape you, did he? Or hurt you?” I had to say no. “Good. I’ll keep an eye on him and if we get any more complaints, he’ll be out of test girls. Take the rest of the day off.”

And that was my week. So no tests. No new pictures. But at least I didn’t get raped. Please don’t say anything to anybody about this, not Cassie and especially not Mama and Daddy. I know you won’t, but I don’t want them to try to make me come home. Maybe the guy is right, that models have to sleep with photographers to get any work, but I am not going to sleep with anyone, especially an old bald guy with bad breath, to get a test picture taken! There must be somebody in this town who will want to work with me for just me. But I learned a lesson—don’t take your clothes off in some strange studio if you are all by yourself.

Have you seen Cassie? How is she doing? Has she heard anything from Lale? I asked at Suzan Hartman, and they had never heard of Lale Hardcastle, but then he’s probably with another agency, or he might have changed his name. In fact, I bet that is just what he did. He should have realized, though, that if he was going to get his picture in magazines that somebody from home was going to recognize him. Even with his face half hidden behind the girl in that shampoo ad, Cassie jumped right on it. She would have recognized him, though, if it was just his little toe! Tell her if I run across him, I’ll call her, although I have no idea what I’ll say to him if I do meet him. I’d like to punch him in the nose. Wouldn’t that be funny, to meet somebody who has never laid eyes on you, say, “How do you do?” and then punch them in the nose?!

I miss you so much. Please write soon.


I love you,

Cherry
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830 BROADWAY

I felt like such an idiot. Of course there was an 830 Broadway. You just had to get around Union Square, walk on down a few blocks farther, and find where it started again, which I did with a little help from a nice woman walking one of those yappy little dust-mop dogs. I wasn’t too hopeful that this Ron Bonetti meeting would turn out any better than the ones I’d had the last few days, though. After a whole week, not one person had offered to take my picture, except ol’ Stasso. I had a feeling Suzan was just itching to get rid of me, especially since Freddy went out of his way to talk to me when I was at the agency, and if I couldn’t even get a test, that would be a great excuse.

Liz was great, though, even if she had been a little casual about my almost-rape, and maybe I did overreact to that. She said not to worry, just keep plugging away, that lots of girls took a while to get going, and one day, bingo, they hit. Liz was from the Bronx with a real New York accent that I loved to listen to, had frosted hair, and chewed Juicy Fruit gum all the time. At least she and Gina seemed to like me, and while I couldn’t say Lana was a friend, she smiled and talked to me.

830 Broadway was not any different from the other buildings I’d been in all week. Old. Creaky elevators with worn linoleum floors. Not the cleanest places. That was one thing about New York—everything was old. Some of the buildings, like up on the Upper East Side, where I was staying, had doormen and were clean and fancy with polished brass, but it seemed like the farther downtown you got, the less well-kept they were. The city had many neighborhoods, vastly different from one another, as I was finding out, and I was staying in one of the nicer ones. So far, most of the photographers I had met were downtown, trying to make it to the big time but not famous, and most of them probably never would be. I was beginning to understand that I wasn’t going to be sent up to Avedon and Scavullo and Penn right away. In fact, I was beginning to get a little discouraged. Maybe I should dye my hair golden blond. I hated the thought that Suzan might be right. I tried to stay out of her way when I went in every day to get my schedule, because she always looked me up and down, like she didn’t like what I was wearing, and said something, like “When are your eyebrows growing back to normal?” In fact, the white hairs were beginning to come in, salt and pep-perish, but I brushed mascara over them to even them out. When all the dye came out I would see what they looked like then. I wouldn’t promise not to dye them again, but she didn’t know that.

         

I had fixed my eyelash while I was sitting on the bench beside Honest Abe in Union Square Park, but it still felt a little funny, so I took out my compact in the lobby of 830 to adjust it, touched up my new mulberry-colored lipstick that Lana thought looked better than my old pink one, then found Ron Bonetti’s name on the list by the elevator and punched the number for the eighth floor. The elevator door opened directly into the studio instead of a hallway, and I stepped out into a little waiting room with an old leather couch and a couple of chairs. A great big spool that some kind of wire cable had been wound around was being used for a table, with magazines arranged on it. There didn’t seem to be anybody around.

“Hello?” I called out. “Ron? Ron Bonetti?” There was some noise in the next room, so I went to the door and looked in.

Four guys were scattered around, lying on old couches or flat on the floor, sound asleep, as naked as picked birds.

“Uh, uh, uh, excuse me! I’m sorry!” I said, hypnotized like a mouse staring at a snake, so to speak. One of them opened an eye and sat up, rubbed his hand over his face, looked at me, and said, “Bonetti’s not here, honey, but I can take a look at your book.”

He started to get up, his hand outstretched, but I said, “Ohhhhh, that’s all right. I’ll come back later.”

I ran to the elevator and punched the button, thinking more and more that my daddy might have been right about New York. It seemed like it took forever for it to come back up. When the door finally opened, I ran smack-dab into a short guy, probably just a couple of years older than me, with dark hair and a close-cropped beard, wearing yellow aviator glasses.

“Hold on—where’s the fire?” he said, picking up my pictures, which had been knocked out of my hand. The elevator door rolled shut.

“Are you Ron Bonetti? What kind of a place is this? There are four naked guys in there!”

“What! Hey, Axel! What are you guys still doing here? You were supposed to be out of here last night!”

“Hey, man, give us a break. We shot all night and just needed to get a little shut-eye. Be cool.” The guy who had talked to me earlier came out, zipping up his jeans. His hair was long and wild, and he had a black beard and mustache.

“Aw, man, look at you. Get those guys out of there! I’ll take this lovely girl out for breakfast. We’ll talk later.”

Axel went back and I heard grumbling. We stood in silence while we waited again for the elevator. I clutched my pictures, which were beginning to get a little bent. Another one of the guys stuck his head around the door. His hair was sandy blond and he had the most amazing blue eyes. His shirt was still off, showing chest muscles carpeted in dark-blond hair, but at least he had put on his pants. He grinned at me with a perfect set of white teeth.

“Morning, ma’am,” he said. “I apologize. My mama raised me better than that.”

I did a double take. He looked familiar and had a thick accent, which had to be Arkansas. Maybe Tennessee or Texas. Before I could say anything, Axel came back out.

“Come on, Zack. We got to get out of here. Bonetti has business to do.” He pointed at me and they disappeared.

The elevator door opened and Ron and I got inside.

“Those guys are making a student film, and I let them use the studio last night. I’m really sorry about that. Let me buy you some breakfast.”

“You don’t have to do that. It’s okay. I just never saw that many naked men at one time before. They couldn’t have been comfortable, on the floor like that without any blankets. I wonder why they weren’t sleeping in their clothes?”

“I’ll have to ask them that.” We had walked out the door and stopped in front of a coffee shop on the corner. “Is this okay?”

“You don’t have to buy me breakfast. Really. I can come back some other time. I’ll just go on…”

He took me by the arm and ushered me in.

“Please. It’s the least I can do.”

I was kind of hungry, so I went along without too much arm-twisting. Like most coffee shops, the place was narrow, with six or seven red booths, a counter with stools, and air that sizzled with bacon frying. The cook was flipping eggs and pancakes as fast as he could, a big pile of hash browns mounded up over to the side of the griddle, and the waitresses rushed around, putting down plates and clearing dishes nonstop as a stream of people came in and out. We had to wait a couple of minutes for one of the girls to wipe our table, leaving us, unluckily, standing right in front of a case full of muffins and pastries. I eyed the cheese Danish, which I’d had for the first time in the coffee shop in the Barbizon and had gotten kind of addicted to. I’d never really thought about what I ate before, being naturally skinny, but Suzan had told me, in one of her brief, pointed comments, that I had to watch my diet because she didn’t want to see me gain even one pound, so I decided not to have the Danish, especially in front of a photographer.

“Coffee?” the waitress said, putting down menus and two glasses of water after
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